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ABSTRACT

The Willoughby-Baylor house in Norfolk, Virginia is an
artifact of the middle class society which began to emerge
at the close of the eighteenth century.
The goal of this
study is to gain a fuller understanding of the house as a
symbol of the residents' lifestyles and status among
themselves and within the community.
The relative wealth and social standing of the builder
William Willoughby and his family, who were presumably the
first residents of the house, are revealed through an
examination of city records including deeds and wills.
In the absence of personal papers, possible lifestyles
of the first two resident families and their slaves are
extrapolated from scholarship on trends within the middle
class family and slave communities of the time.
Gender
roles, economic relations and family ties may be understood
in terms of the changes occurring in society at the turn of
the eighteenth century.
The house itself is examined in terms of both function
and social symbolism. A detailed observation of the style
and usage of individual rooms as well as public, private and
service zones informs an overall understanding of the
building.
A brief examination of the building boom in the city of
Norfolk in the seventeen nineties and of trends in the
development of residential neighborhoods at that time sets
the house in the context of its community.
The location and form of the house, combined with
information about the owner suggest that this building was a
tool built to advance the social aspirations of a successful
businessman.

vii

THE WILLOUGHBY-BAYLOR HOUSE:
FORM AND SYMBOL

Introduction

A modern house serves numerous functions on several
different levels.

On the most basic level it provides

shelter, protection from the elements, a function shared by
the earliest cave dwelling and the most modern luxury
condominium.

However the modern home also shelters the

residents from the society outside and, on another level,
from one another.

The ideal house is supposed to promote

the perfect blend of family togetherness and individual
privacy.

The house also provides a setting to display, or

conceal, personal possessions as well as to present oneself.
The ways in which people inhabit and manipulate spaces
within a house can work together to form a rich, though
unspoken, language of interpersonal relationships.

The

physical ordering and allocation of space can provide
important clues about the status of both residents and
outsiders.

Consider the contrast between the solicitor who

is not allowed beyond the front door, the intimate friend
who has "the run of the house," or the children who are not
allowed in the master bedroom, as just a few possibilities.
This "language" of space is a modern one, which twentiethcentury Americans take for granted.

In the same way, they

expect each child in a family to have a separate bed and if
2

3

possible, a private room.

Certainly modern children should

not share the parents' room.

However, this ideal of the

home is the result of centuries of evolution within western
society.

The notions of privacy, specialized use of rooms

and separation of the home from the outside world developed
over time.
The Willoughby-Baylor house located on the corner of
Freemason and Cumberland Streets in Norfolk, Virginia,
administered by the Chrysler Museum Division of Historic
Houses, illustrates an important period in this development.
It marks a transition between the few room, flexible use,
house type found in the early colonies among almost all
social groups and the model Victorian house with a specific
room for almost every conceivable purpose which was embraced
by the wealthy and the growing middle class in the first
half of the nineteenth century.

The house was built in

1795, presumably by the owner William Willoughby who
probably lived m

the house until his death m

1800.

1

After several years it passed to Willoughby's older daughter
Mary Sharp and her husband who may have raised a fairly
large family under its roof.

After several generations as a

single family home, it became a boarding house and
eventually a tenement.

When the surrounding neighborhood

was plowed under for "urban renewal" in the nineteen

'Floyd Painter, "Excavations at the Willoughby-Baylor House, Norfolk, Virginia," The Chesopian: A Journal o f Atlantic
Coast Archeology 4 (June 1966): 69.

4

sixties, the house stood vacant until it was acquired by the
Norfolk Historic Foundation for restoration as a museum.

2

The house is an impressive two and a half story structure,
built of brick in a time when only twenty brick houses stood
m

the entire city of Norfolk.

3

It is impossible to deny that, in some respects at
least, the house meets Amos Rapoport's criteria for a
"monument," a building "built to impress either the populace
with the power of the patron, or the peer group...with the
4
cleverness of the designer and good taste of the patron."
In many ways, however, the house falls into the category of
a vernacular house.

It was presumably owner-built and

designed, rather than commissioned by a patron.

It was of a

recognizable type, rather than an individual masterpiece.
It was adaptable, as attested by small additions and
conversion to multi-family use.

In short, the Willoughby

house was part of a larger tradition of home building.5

By

the mid-eighteenth century classical elements of the
detached Georgian house had become part of the vocabulary of
vernacular architecture in Virginia.

The central hall, the

symmetrical facade, decorative cornices and doorways had all

W illia m Shands Meacham, "House Gets New Eyes," Virginia Pilot, March 13, 1966, in the Sergeant Memorial Collection
"Willoughby-Baylor House" clipping file, Kim Memorial Library, Norfolk, no page numbers available on clippings.
3Ibid, 69, 75.
4Amos Rapoport, House Form and Culture (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall Inc., 1969), 2.
3Ibid., 4-6. According to Rapoport’s influential study, the combination of these four elements is the essential definition o f a
vernacular building.

5

rrrrrrnrrr

-

im&5S

Figure 1.

Willoughby-Baylor House

Figure 2.

Willoughby-Baylor House.

Cumberland Street View.
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Figure 3.
Willoughby-Baylor House and Outbuildings
Constructed from drawings in Floyd Painter, "Excavations at the
Willoughby-Baylor House, Norfolk, Virginia,"
The Chesopian: A
Journal of Atlantic Coast Archeology 4 (June 1966), 74.
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become part of smaller scale domestic architecture.6

A

prosperous builder, Willoughby probably built himself a
house similar to those which he built for his clients.
Combining the requisite elements, he fashioned a building
which could become a tool for moving in polite society.

It

is not a "great house" of the gentry, but rather the
substantial dwelling of an aspiring businessman.
William Willoughby purchased the lot on which his house
still stands from James Taylor in April of 1794.

Taylor

acted for the Free Masons of Norfolk, who had owned the
property since 1764.7

In fact, the grand Mason's Hall had

stood upon the site until it was destroyed (along with most
g

of the rest of the city) during the Revolution.
Willoughby acquired the "Free Masons Lott" for £162.10s (see
Appendix A for the transcript of the transaction) and
apparently commenced building his home.

The house is an

imposing brick structure, with a low ceilinged basement
(Figures 1 and 2).

Archeological excavations of part of the

property conducted in 19 66 uncovered evidence of brick
outbuildings,

in particular a kitchen and slave quarter,

connected with the house by brick paths (figure 3 ) .9

The

^Dell Upton, "Vernacular Architecture in Eighteenth-Century Virginia" Winterthur Portfolio 17 (1982), 96-98. Upton makes
the important distinction that Virginia houses were not simply scaled down versions of British Georgian houses.
’Norfolk, Deed Book 3, 59.
8Painter, "Excavations at the Willoughby-Baylor House", 69.
"ibid., 71.

8

Figure 4.

Willoughby-Baylor House.

Entrance detail
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Figure 5.
Willoughby-Baylor House, First Floor
From Findlay Ferguson, Willoughby-Baylor House, Norfolk,
Virginia, Architectural Restoration Plans, 1964.
Approximate Scale: 1/8" = 1'

10

lot on which the house now stands is only a fraction of the
original lot which once filled the entire block.

A sketch

of the lot from the mid-nineteenth century indicates a brick
stable at the back end of the property.

10

The house is built in the classical style which had
become common in the eighteenth century.

The front facade

is a modest rendition of a typical Georgian city house.

11

Although it is not perfectly symmetrical, the facade is
divided into three equal bays under a dentil cornice.

The

half-panelled walls on the ground floor, and the elegant
entrance passage with its wide stair and open landing are
typical Georgian features.

Although such features were no

longer high style in the 1790's, they were still completely
respectable.

About thirty years after construction the

Greek Revival entrance portico (figure 4) with its doric
columns and entablature was added to the front of the house
and decorative frosted glass panes were installed around the
door.

Interior decorative elements were modernized at the

same time, but these changes were removed during the
restoration.

12

.
.
The first floor (figure 5) contains a wide

stair hall which extends front to back through the house on

10Chrysler Museum, "Willoughby-Baylor House Restoration Notes," 1964 (?), The Chrysler Museum, Historic Houses
Division, Norfolk, Virginia.
UDan Cruickshank and Neil Burton, Life in the Georgian City. (London: Viking, 1990), 134-149.
12Chrysler Museum, "Restoration Notes". The museum’s restoration notes contain a description o f what was done to the
house; however, photographs o f the process and other documentary evidence are not available. Any interpretation o f the house,
either in terms o f style or function, rests upon the accuracy o f the restoration. This argument is based upon the existing structure;
however, a reinvestigation of the building using modem, scientific methods could disprove some o f these assumptions.

11

to

outside

pass a g e

Figure 6.
Willoughby-Baylor House, Cellar
From Findlay Ferguson, Willoucrhby-Bavlor House, Norfolk,
Virginia, Architectural Restoration Plans, 1964.
Approximate Scale: 1/8" = 1'
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the Cumberland Street side.
the remaining area.

A parlor and dining room divide

The graceful staircase with its

beautifully turned balusters, a surviving original feature,
rises through the second floor to the third floor landing.
Behind the stairwell on the first floor is a door to the
rude stair which leads to half of the original cellar; the
other half was originally accessible only from outside the
house although the dividing wall was opened during the
restoration (figure 6).

The second floor consists of a

small stair hall, two large bedchambers and a small dressing
or storage room (figure 7).

On the garret floor, two

unheated rooms and a stair landing crouch under sloped
ceilings (figure 8).
In the past, architectural historians, mainly concerned
with the development of high-style buildings, have lavished
attention upon great houses, especially those designed by
early professional architects.

13

The plantation houses and

mansions which have survived provide important evidence of
the past, both as markers of architectural developments and
as physical evidence of the lifestyle of the southern
gentry.

Study of the slave quarters of these estates, both

in archeological digs and extant buildings, has shed light

13For example see the discussion of eighteenth century houses in Fiske Kimball’s Domestic Architecture o f the American
Colonies and o f the Early Republic, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1992) 53-142; chapter three o f Wayne Andrew’s
Architecture, Ambition and Americans, (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1947), 59-102; or William H. Pierson, Jr.’s The
Colonial and Neoclassical Styles, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970), passim.

13

onto the lives of slaves and the very poor.14

The

Willoughby house provides evidence of life between these
extremes.
This house is an enduring artifact of the urban middle
class of business and professional men which began to emerge
in the new republic at the close of the eighteenth century.
The physical form of the building provides evidence of the
status and interactions of its inhabitants, both among
themselves and within the city as a whole.

Architectural

analysis, combined with information about domestic life and
urban development, reveals some of the ways the house could
have been used for communicating the owner's place in polite
society.

However, in the case of the Willoughby house

equally strong evidence is not available for each of these
areas of inquiry.

The primary piece of evidence is the

house itself, but the scarcity of scholarship on early urban
dwellings limits the accuracy of an architectural analysis.
However, parallels drawn from the rural models used in most
cases can be combined with the few urban studies to give an
idea of how this house fits into the development of genteel
homes.

City records provide information about who family

members were, and what the men did, but there are no
personal records to provide specific information about the
families' or the slaves' daily lives.

Nevertheless, a

14Dell Upton, "White and Black Landscapes in Eighteenth Century Virginia," in Material Life in America, 1600-1860, ed.
Robert Blair St George (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1988), 357-370. and Mechal Sobel, The World They Made
Together, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1987), 100-153.
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wealth of scholarship about trends in the development of
family life, gender roles, and slave experiences sheds light
upon possible answers.

Valuable information about

Willoughby's status within the community can be

gleaned from

the records and combined with

information about the

formation of neighborhoods to

present a picture of theplace

of his house within the urban scene.
Close examination of Willoughby's properties, business
dealings, financial standing and personal possessions
reveals an astute and ambitious businessman who moved in the
polite world, although not at the top.

The analysis of his

house and possessions rests upon the assumption that he
would have followed common practices in using objects to
display and improve this status.

Although there are no

substantiating personal records, an examination of the
middle class trends toward separation of male and female
spheres and the ideal gender roles of the early Victorian
era provides insight into the way the women of two
generations and their families might have inhabited the
space.

In a similar way, scholarship on urban slaves casts

light onto the ways that slaves might have lived on the
property and interacted with the white owners and their
guests.

Although it is impossible to known exactly why

Willoughby built the house or how his family inhabited it,
by combining the direct evidence with theoretical
information it is possible to understand some of the ways in

which the house could have been used as a symbol
communicate within a changing society.

CHAPTER I.
WILLIAM WILLOUGHBY AND HIS HOUSEHOLD

Understanding the way in which a house could have been
used as a social tool requires some understanding of the
people who lived in it.

Although there is no direct

evidence that the Willoughby family actually lived in the
house built on the "Free Masons Lott," the circumstantial
evidence is convincing.

The house remained in the family

for several generations; the "Baylor" in the museum's name
refers to the family of one of William Willoughby's
granddaughters.

The house is mentioned first in a chancery

petition filed by his older daughter and her husband, which
may indicate its position as the family's primary
residence.

15

.

.

.

Receipts made out to William Willoughby for

such items as hogsheads of tobacco were found behind the
paneling when the house was renovated.

16

In any case,

there is no evidence that the Willoughbys lived in any of
the other houses William owned.
William Willoughby descended from one of Norfolk's
first families.

Although the family fortunes had seriously

15

Chrysler Museum, "Petition to Chancery Court by William and Mary Sharp" in "Willoughby-Baylor House Restoration
Notes". The original petition is no longer available. The Museum has a photocopy o f the original petition, made in the 1960’s
before the clerks office moved to its present location.
16Painter, "Excavations at the Willoughby-Baylor House", 69.

16

17

declined, he was still a "man of substance" at the end of
his life. 17

William's ancestor, Thomas Willoughby, a son

of the British nobility, had come to Virginia in 1610.

In

1628 he became the justice of Elizabeth City County, and was
elected to the House of Burgesses in 1629 where he served
for four years.
Council.

18

In 1644 he was appointed to the Governor's

Thomas Willoughby held a large land grant which

included the fifty acres which became the original city of
Norfolk in 1682 as well as the small peninsula still known
as Willoughby Spit.
Norfolk area.

19

.

Thomas' descendants remained in the

One, John Willoughby, was a member of the

city's Committee of Safety in 1774-75.

20

However, the

family fortunes had declined by the time William Willoughby
was born, and William, although well-to-do, was not
identified as a member of the gentry for various reasons.
From his appearances in the town records, William
appears to have been an entrepreneur, a speculator in real
estate.

The city deed books from the first year of

Corporation Court records in 1794 to 1800, the year William
Willoughby died, show that he bought two parcels of land
outright and leased four others.

In the same period, he

17Meacham, "House Gets New Eyes".
18Willoughby family genealogy, no date, Sargeant Collection, genealogy files, Kim Memorial Library, Norfolk, Virginia. The
file does not indicate the source o f the information.
19Chrysler Museum, "Restoration Notes".
2°Willoughby family genealogy.

18

sold two lots and one of his leases.

21

According to the

terms on one lot leased from Daniel Rothery on 9 December
179 0, Willoughby was to "make and build House or Houses
thereon with the appurtenances thereto belonging To Have and
to Hold, possess and enjoy with all the profits emoluments
22

and advantages thereto belonging or appurtaimng. . . ."

In

1796 a lease from John Trimble specified that Willoughby was
required to build a wood or brick house upon the leased
property within one year.

23

In 1797 he sold one of his

leases from Rothery, plus a warehouse built upon the site,
to John Proudfit for five hundred pounds.

24

William

Willoughby was also a landlord who rented houses constructed
on the lots which he held.

In 1798 he advertised in the

Norfolk Herald and Public Advertiser:
TO LET. One half of a Three Story, Brick House, on
Commerce St. With a large Kitchen and Cellar
under the House; a large Store and Counting Room
25
on the first story...
In addition, Willoughby undertook construction work for the
Borough of Norfolk.

In 1787 he helped to build the Public

21Norfolk, Virginia Corporation Court, Deed Book 1, 102, 207; Deed Book 3. 59; Deed Book 4, 179; and Deed Book 5, 20,
30, 195 (One o f the parcels which Willoughby sold was subdivided from a lot he owned on Catherine Street).
N o rfo lk , Deed Book 1. 207.
23Norfolk, Deed Book 4, 105.
24Norfolk, Deed Book 5. 20.
25Norfolk Herald and Public Advertiser, Thursday, January 15, 1798.

19

School House.

26

In 1790 he was named as an alternate after

submitting an unsuccessful bid for the construction of a
brick prison.

Later in that year he was paid five dollars

for work performed on the town Magazine and one pound
seventeen shillings and six pence for unspecified work.
William Willoughby was a solid citizen.

27

He was elected

to the Common Council of the Borough of Norfolk in June of
1794 and served for two years.

While on the council he

carried several special projects including preparing reports
on street paving and cleaning and auditing council
accounts.

28

He was also elected to the rank of captain in
29

the militia.

.

.

According to the heirs' chancery petition

Willoughby:
...was in his lifetime possessed of a personal
Estate more than sufficient to pay and satisfy all
the just Debts, and was seised and possessed of
the following lots, pieces and parcels of Land, to
wit, one on the South Side of Mason Street at the
intersection of Cumberland and Mason Streets, with
a large Brick House and other improvements
thereon, one lot, piece or parcel of land on the
North Side of Mason Street, at the corner of
Cumberland and Mason Streets with two Houses and
other improvements thereon, and one double House
on the Same Lot with the Appertenances situate on
Cumberland Street, and an unimproved Lot...in the

26Brent Tarter, ed., The Order Book and Related Papers of the Common Hall o f the Borough o f Norfolk, Virginia, 1736-1798,
(Richmond: Virginia State Library, 1979), 249.
27Ibid., 284, 363, 369.
^Tarter, Order Book. 346, 358, 362-3, 364, 368.
29Chrysler Museum, "Restoration Notes".

20

County of Norfolk near the Borough together with
one other House and Lot in the Borough of Norfolk
situate on Catherine and Cumberland Streets...30

The inventory of his estate taken in 18 03 three years after
his death lists fifteen slaves and household items valued at
a total of $4,131.25.31

( See appendix B.)

This

valuation did not include any of the real estate mentioned
in the chancery petition or any income from these
properties.
When compared to the truly wealthy men of the times,
Willoughby's fortune does not seem so large.

However, his

estate was far above that of an ordinary laborer or
craftsman.

A rough comparison with the financial status of

the typical urban laborer can be drawn using Billy G.
Smith's study "The Material Lives of Laboring
Philadelphians, 1750-1800."

Smith figured a basic cost of

urban living for a family of four of £60.82 per year, based
upon costs of food, rent, firewood, and clothing in the year
1762.

32

.

.

He then developed an index of the rising cost of

living which m

18 00 amounted to 185% of the base figure.

33

This yields a cost of living for 1800 of £112.52 in

3°"Chancery Petition", Chrysler Museum, "Restoration Notes."
31Norfolk, Virginia, Corporation Court, Will Book 2, 165.
32Billy G. Smith, "The Material Life of Laboring Philadelphians, 1750-1800", in Material Life in America, ed. Robert Blair St
George, (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1988), 245. This figure does not include other costs such as medical or burial
expenses.
33Smith, "Material Lives", 238.

21

Pennsylvania currency.

34

Smith also analyzed the wages of

four groups of laborers: shoemakers, tailors, day laborers
and mariners.

Together these groups constituted one third

to one half of the city's male workers.35

His analysis

yielded an ideal annual wage, based upon full year-round
employment of £59.3 for a male worker, a family in which the
wife was gainfully employed might realize an additional £25
for a total of £84.3 in 1762 .36

Smith's index of rising

wages yields an 1800 wage of 162% of the base or £136.57 in
Pennsylvania currency.37

Converted into dollars the cost

of living equaled $300.42 and the ideal annual wage equaled
$3 64.64.

38

If Smith's ideal worker had been able to use

all of his surplus income to accumulate assets (instead of
spending it on expenses not included in the study), and had
not earned any interest, he would have needed almost sixtyfive years to amass an inventory equal to Willoughby's
$4,131.25.

Accepting the gross approximation involved in

comparing the economy of a large Northern city such as
Philadelphia with the small Southern city of Norfolk as well
as the differences in monetary values between states, it is

34 1.85 X £60.82 = £112.52
33Smith, "Material Lives," 235.
36Smith, "Material Lives," 246-247.
3?Smith, "Material Lives," 244. 1.62 X £(59.3 + 25) = £136.57
38Edgar de N. Mayhew and Minor Myers, Jr., A Documentary History of American Interiors: From the Colonial Era to 1915,
(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1980), 245.
£112.52 [PA] X 2.67 [PA conversion] = $300.42. £136.57 X 2.67 = $364.64.

22

nevertheless apparent that William Willoughby's personal
estate of $4,131.25 was far above the reach of the average
laborer.
Willoughby's relative wealth in his own community can
be glimpsed by comparing the value of his estates with those
of other Norfolk decedents in 1803, the year in which the
inventory was taken.

With only eighteen decedents, the

sample for comparison is too small to be statistically
accurate.

However, it gives a general picture of William

Willoughby's financial standing.

Two types of estate values

are recorded in the will book, inventories and executors'
bonds.

An inventory value resulted from an inventory of the

estate taken by court appointed officials.

Some were aids

to settling an estate for which a will had earlier been
recorded; others detailed the property of intestate
decedents such as Willoughby.

Bond values were assigned by

the court when a will was recorded.

According to Suzanne

Lebsock, the bond required of the executor of a will was
generally twice the total value of the estate being
administered.

39

This seems to have been true for Norfolk,

so the value for such estates can be estimated as one half
of the recorded bond value.

Although Willoughby's estate

was the most valuable of the estates actually inventoried,
it was less than half of the average value of estates for
which a bond was posted by the executor of a will.
39Suzanne Lebsock, The Free Women of Petersburg, 26.

The will

23

book records probably indicate an artificially high average
estate value, since records exist only for persons who had
enough property to require a will or court-ordered
inventory.

An unknown percentage of decedents is excluded

from the sample.

However, the upper half of the decedents

recorded possessed ninety eight percent of the total
documented wealth.

The value of Willoughby's estate was

slightly below the overall average, but over five times the
median (Table 1).

William Willoughby was far from being the

richest man in Norfolk at the time of his death, but he was
well above the ordinary.
Despite his wealth and standing in the community
William Willoughby apparently was not considered a
gentleman.

Social rank is mentioned twice in connection

with William Willoughby's appearances in court records.

In

1790 in his lease from Daniel Rothery, Willoughby is
described as a "House Carpenter" in contrast to Rothery's
appellation of "Gentleman."
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.

.

In 1797 William and his wife

sold a lot to John Dunn, who is described as a "gentleman
mariner;" neither social rank nor occupation is ascribed to
the Willoughbys.

41

Therefore it seems reasonable to assume

that the family were not considered to be members of the
gentry at that time.

Willoughby's exact status within his

community is difficult to judge.
"^Norfolk, Deed Book 1, 207.
41Norfolk, Deed Book 4, 179.

Clearly he was well above
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Table l.
Comparison of William Willoughby with Norfolk Decedents:
1803

Inventoried Decedents 1803 fN=10)
$6. 66 (£2)
$4131.25
$4131.25

Lowest value
William Willoughby
Highest Value
Average Value
Median Value

$904.63
Willoughby/Average Inventory

4.57

$183.78
Willoughby/Med ian Inventory

22.49

Adiusted Decedent Bond Values 1803
Lowest Value
William Willoughby (Inventory)
Highest Value
Average Value
Median Value

*

(N=9)
$100.00
$4131.25
$50000.00

$18355.56
Willoughby/Average Bond

.45

$3000.00
Willoughby/Median :
Bond

1. 37

All Decedent Estate Values:
Bonds
(N=18)

Inventories and Adiusted

Lowest Value
William Willoughby
Highest Value

$6. 66
$4131.25
$50000.00
$5008.13

Average Value

Willoughby/Average

.82
$750.00

Median Value

Willoughby/Median

5.51

1£ [V A ] = $3.33. Mayhew and Myers, American Interiors, 82.
According to Suzanne Lebsock, The Free Women of Petersburg, 26, the value o f the executor’s bond is roughly twice the
total value o f the decedent’s estate. This seems to hold true for Norfolk estates. Therefore, the values in this table are one half
the value specified in the will book.
In 1803, both an inventory and a bond were listed for one decedent, only the inventory was used in the composite list
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the average, both in terms of wealth and of social status.
An average citizen would not have owned five houses or
fifteen slaves.

Nor would he have held an officer's rank in

the militia or sat on the city council.

In comparison to

important Virginia planters who owned vast tracts of land
and dozens of slaves and who were involved in state and
national politics or to the truly wealthy leaders in
Norfolk, Willoughby was a minor figure.

The physical

evidence of his lifestyle found in his house is witness to
entirely different level of society than that of the great
country houses so often studied.
The inventory of Willoughby's estate reveals more than
just his financial standing.

Many of the objects listed

carry status implications which can be uncovered through
comparison with two studies of Washington D.C. inventories.
Barbara Carson's Ambitious Appetites: Dining. Behavior and
Patterns of Consumption in Federal Washington uses the
dining eguipment found in inventories to define five basic
social categories; "simple, old-fashioned, decent, aspiring
and elite."

42

Willoughby falls into the category which

Carson describes as "aspiring."

He possessed various

consumer goods required for polite entertaining, although
not on the scale of his elite contemporaries.

His dinner

wares which include; a dozen and a half china plates, three

42Barbara Carson, Ambitious Appetites: Dining, Behavior and Patterns of Consumption in Federal Washington, (Washington,
D.C.: American Institute o f Architects Press, 1990), 30.
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china dishes, four china bowls and two and a half dozen
knives and forks, put him into the upper range of that
designation,

"those well supplied for family dining or for

small dinner parties for at least ten guests."
could serve at least twenty.

43

Elite hosts

Ellen Donald's study of

Washington inventories "In the Most Fashionable Style:
Making a Home in the Federal City" connects other consumer
goods to Carson's social categories, and here again
Willoughby emerges in the aspiring category.

Items in his

inventory such as the mahogany tables and chairs, sideboard,
carpets, and sofa are all prevalent among the top two
groups.

However, he did not own some of the other prevalent

accoutrements of these groups such as a candle snuffer, or
fireplace fenders.

According to Donald, a basin or

washstand was a signature item of the elite and aspiring
groups.

This essential object seems conspicuously absent

from Willoughby's inventory, but may have been present under
another name.

44

In general however, Willoughby possessed

the equipment required for genteel entertaining which
implies that he had ambitions to participate in polite
society.

43Carson, Ambitious Appetites, 46.
^Ellen Kirven Donald, "In the Most Fashionable Style: Making a Home in the Federal City", [Draft, Chapter 7] Tms, 4, 8,
21, 22-25 and [Draft Chapter 3], 4. According to Donald, items were held according to the following percentages. Mahogany
furniture (in inventories where type of wood was listed): Elite—%100, Aspiring—%97.2. Sideboards: Elite—%100, Aspiring—%85.
Carpets: Elite—%100, Aspiring—%95 (%84 own three or more). Sofa: Elite—%100, Aspiring—%51. Fireplace fenders: both Elite
and Aspiring—%90.
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William Willoughby had a small family, a wife and two
daughters.

He married Margaret Marnex on November 20, 1783.

Her mother Jemima was on hand to attest that she was of
lawful age.

Samuel Willoughby, William's brother, vouched

for the groom.

45

.

.

.

Interestingly, William had performed the

same service for Samuel when he married Margaret's sister
.

Molly m

1799.
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William and Margaret had two daughters,

Mary and Frances.

The children would have been fairly young

when the house on [Free]Mason St. was completed.

Mary could

not have been older than eleven and Frances (Fanny) could
have been somewhere between infancy and six years old.
Although their birthdates are not available, the marriages
of both girls were recorded.
Sharp on January 21, 1801.

47

Mary was married to William
Fanny married George W. Camp

on June 6, 1810, and she was underage at the time.

48

If

Fanny had been almost twenty one, she would have been six in
1795.

William Willoughby did not live to see either of his

daughters marry.

He died intestate in 1800.

The female Willoughbys appear several times in the
court records.

Margaret, also referred to as Peggy, was

visited by court officials on two separate occasions to
43Norfolk County, Virginia, Norfolk County W ill Book 2, 199; Elizabeth B. Wingo, ed., Marriages o f Norfolk County
Virginia, 1706-1792, (Norfolk: By the author, 1961), 73.

“ ibid..
47George Holbert Tucker, Abstracts from the Norfolk City Marriage Bonds, 1797-1850, (Norfolk: William H. Delany, 1934),
11, she could have been no older than seventeen.
“ ibid., 43. The record of the marriage states that Margaret Willoughby was still her daughter’s guardian in 1810.
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ascertain her acquiescence in the sale of property in which
.

4

9

she held dower right.

.

She appears again m

a chancery

suit brought by Mary and her husband sometime between 1801
and 1806 probably in 18 03 after the court ordered inventory
of the estate.50

The Sharps petitioned the court to allow

William Willoughby's estate to be divided before Fanny
turned twenty-one.

Since he had died without a will,

Margaret administered the estate and acted as guardian.
However, she did not have the power to settle the estate
while her daughter was underage.

Although there was no

disagreement, Fanny and Margaret had to file answers to the
Sharps petition in order for the court to effect the
division of the property.

51

The city directory for 1801 lists the households of
William Sharp and Margaret Willoughby, widow, at the same
address, 19 Freemason Street. 52

In 18 06 the Sharps are

listed at 10 Freemason Street, and the Willoughbys are
listed nearby at number eleven.53
Since the house passed through the Sharp family, it is
assumed that Mary and her family moved into the primary

49Norfolk, Deed Book 4. 179; and Deed Book 5, 195.
5°The copy o f the Sharp’s chancery petition in the Chrysler Museum’s restoration notes is not dated.
51"Chancery Petition", Chrysler Museum, "Restoration Notes".
^Simmons’s Norfolk Directory, Containing the Names, Occupations, and Places o f Abode o f the Inhabitants Arranged in
Alphabetical Order, (Norfolk: Augustus C. Jordan, 1801), 31, 35.
53The Norfolk Directory, Containing: The Names, Occupations and places o f abode and business, o f the Inhabitants arranged in
Alphabetical order, (Norfolk: A. C. Jordan and Co., Number 2 Market Square, 1806), 31, 33.
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residence while Margaret, Fanny and their servants moved
into another of the estate's nearby properties. 54

The

Sharp family was larger than the Willoughbys, and had
children of both sexes.

William and Mary had one son,

William Willoughby Sharp and four daughters, Claudia,
Margaretta Virginia, Eliza Frances and Mary Willoughby.55
When William died in 1823, he left Mary the use of his
entire estate during her lifetime and made her guardian to
the children.

However, if she remarried, she would receive

her dower rights and the estate would be equally divided
among the children; guardianship of the girls would pass to
William Willoughby Sharp.

56

William Sharp did not

specifically name any of his daughters in his will.

However

when Mary died in 1845 she specifically mentioned each of
the surviving children.

She directed that the estate was to

be divided into four equal portions between William, Eliza,
Mary and L. H. Waller, the father of her two
granddaughters.57

These were Margaretta's children.

Apparently Claudia died with no children, although she did
live to marry George Wilson in 1848.

58

If the Sharps did

indeed live in the Willoughby-Baylor House they would have
^Despite the change in house number in the directory, the Willoughby-Baylor restorers were fairly certain that the Sharp
family lived in the present house.
"Norfolk, W ill Book 4, 186; Tucker, Norfolk City Marriage Bonds, 135, 191, 205, 208, 214.
"Norfolk. W ill Book 4, 186.
'"Norfolk, W ill Book 7, 332.
'8Tucker, Norfolk City Marriage Bonds, 191.
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used the spaces differently than had the Willoughbys, five
growing children, of both sexes, would have had far
different requirements than two young girls.
The Sharps apparently remained close to Margaret, Fanny
and later Fanny's family.

In his will, William Sharp

dictated that "suitable mourning" rings be given to his
,

"good Mother m

,

Law" and to his friend George W. Camp.

59

Camp, for his part, bequeathed a gun to his nephew William
Willoughby Sharp as a token of his affection.

He also named

his younger son William Sharp Camp for his brother-inlaw.60

It is easy to imagine that the family remained

close, living in the houses left to them by William
Willoughby which clustered in the same neighborhood.
William Willoughby owned fourteen slaves at the time of
his death.

The fifteenth slave in the inventory was born in

the years between his death and the completion of the
inventory in 1803.

61

Among these were three female slaves,

Old Lucy, valued at $100, Young Lucy and Rachael, both
valued at $2 50.

Among the male slaves, John was valued at

$500; Selvyn, Argyle, Anderson, Jack, Essex and Sye were
valued at $300 each; Joe was worth $200; Dick, $150,
Frederick, $120 and Wilson $100.

59Norfolk, W ill Book 4, 186.
"Norfolk, W ill Book 4, 198-199.
61"Chancery Petition", Chrysler Museum "Restoration Notes".

The child Billy was valued

31

at $80.62

The totalvalue of the slaves, $3550, was

eighty six

percent of the total worth of the estate.

Most

of the slaves, particularly the more highly valued males,
were probably used in Willoughby's construction efforts or
hired out to other businesses in town and would have had
little to do with the family and no place inside the
house.63

However, it would not be unreasonable to assume

that the female slaves and perhaps one of the lower valued
males had household duties.

One was probably a cook, and it

would not have been unusual for Margaret to have had other
domestic servants, such as a housemaid or waiter, perhaps a
nurse for the children, and a laundress.

64

These slaves

would have

interacted with the family and had a place within

the house,

if only in passing through to complete their

duties.
If the assumption that the Willoughby and Sharp
families occupied the house is correct, within the first
twenty years it was inhabited by three very different family
groups.

First William Willoughby would have lived there

with his wife and two young daughters.

Following his death,

“ Norfolk, W ill Book 2, 165.
<3W e know that the Willoughby family owned slaves trained as house carpenters in the 1770’s. William’s father claimed two
skilled slaves, Peter and Joe, as losses in Lord Dunmore’srebellion. Michael Nicholls, "Aspects o f the African American
Experience in Eighteenth Century Williamsburg and Norfolk", 1990, Tms, p. 47, 55, The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation,
Williamsburg, VA.
64

Carson, Ambitious Appetites. 92-95; and Suzanne Lebsock, The Free Women o f Petersburg, (New York: W .W . Norton and
Company, 1984), 158; and Thad Tate, The Negro in Eighteenth Century Williamsburg, (Charlottesville, VA: The University
Press o f Virginia for the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, 1965), 34. According to Tate’sanalysis the most common
specialization for a house slave was cooking.
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his recently married older daughter and her husband lived in
the house with his widow and younger daughter.

The use of

space, and the issues of control implied by that use, would
have been complicated by the presence of two family groups
sharing the same home.

Within a few years the mother and

sister had moved out, leaving the married couple to raise a
growing family within the house.

A group of slaves,

presumably tied together by companionship if not kinship,
lived on the property beside the white owners.

Although the

exact roles of these individuals are unknown, an overview of
the society in which they lived provides insight into the
ways they interacted with each other and moved within the
house.

CHAPTER II.
THE WILLOUGHBYS AND THEIR SOCIETY

William Willoughby and his family lived in an age of
change.

With the dawn of the industrial revolution,

Americans were adopting a whole new set of social
definitions.

An increasing number of men abandoned farming

to flock to urban centers for work as wage laborers:
Norfolk and nearby Portsmouth were swamped by an influx of
shipyard workers in the 1790's.65

As the workplace more

frequently became separated from the house, ideas about
home, work and domestic production were undergoing
fundamental changes.

Gender roles, affected by the new

emphasis on wage labor, developed in terms of separate
spheres; the woman's place at home and the man's in the
outside world.

A new emotional importance was attached to

family life and children.

These changes came about

gradually over the course of several generations, but were
well established by the eighteen thirties.

As the patterns

of white family life shifted, patterns in the lives of
African American life also emerged.

During the eighteenth

century slaves had developed families, extended kinship
networks and social ties which were strengthened by the
65Thomas Wertenbaker, Norfolk: Historic Southern Port, (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1931), 94-95.
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unique circumstances of urban slavery.

A city house at the

end of the eighteenth century was the stage for a number of
interactions: between the head of the household and his
social peers; between the working husband and the housewife;
between the mother and her children; between the master and
his slaves; among slaves; and between slaves and outsiders.
The nature of these interactions dictated the house form,
and was then in turn shaped by it.
In the colonial period, with its predominantly
agricultural economy, the basic unit of production was the
household.

In urban areas, the artisan's workshop or

merchant's store was likely to be a residence as well.

Even

after the Revolution when Willoughby was building his houses
twenty percent of the advertisements in the Norfolk Herald
and Public Advertiser for homes mentioned that the building
could be used for some type of business use (Table 2).

66

At the same time, the economy of the colonies and of the
early republic relied heavily upon barter rather than cash,
particularly in the Chesapeake where tobacco was a common
medium of exchange.67

In this situation, every member of

the household could make a direct contribution to the
family's economic standing.

However, by the end of the

eighteenth century wage labor and a cash based economy were

66Norfolk Herald and Public Advertiser, August 1794-December 1794 and .Tanuaiy 1798-December 1799, passim.
67Jeanne Boydston, Home and Work: Housework, Wages and the Ideology of Labor in the Early Republic, (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1990), 36.
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Table 2.
Features Mentioned in House Advertisements in the Norfolk
Herald and Public Advertiser
1794

1798

1799

Advertisements

17

90

69

Brick Building

0

10

6

Number of rooms

2

9

4

Cellar

1

6

6

Outbuildings (general)

3

15

20

Kitchen

3

20

13

Smoke House

2

6

7

Dairy

0

2

4

Stables

0

1

5

Garden

0

17

13

Orchard

1

7

5

Water

0

4

4

Business use

4

15

13

Plantation

3

8

6

The Herald, established Aug 13, 1794. (Title varies: August 13, 1794 - November 5, 1795, The Herald; and Norfolk and
Portsmouth Advertiser.) Issues available 1794: August 16, 20, September 3, 27, October 1, 4, 7, 11, November 15, 29. Norfolk
Herald, continuation o f the Herald, beginning new title December 3, 1795. (Title varies: November 3, 1796- February 17, 1798, The
Norfolk Herald and Public Advertiser, February 20,1798 - November 11,1800, The Norfolk Herald.) Issues available 1798: January
4 - December 29, tri-weekly (missing January 2, 11, 23, February 13, 20, 27, March 8, 27, May 5, July 5, 28, August 2, 4, 7, 9, 11,
14, 16, 18, 21, 25, September 15, 18, 20, 25, October 13, 25, 30, November 1, 8, 13). Issues available 1799: January 1 - December
28, tri-weekly (missing January 8, 10, 12, 17, 19, 22, 24, 31, February 19, 21, 23, 26, 28, April 6, 9, 11, 16, 20, 23, 25, May 2, 7,
June 8, 20, 25, 29, July 25, 27, 30, August 6, September 14, November 14).
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becoming the norm.

Earning money became the measure of

productive labor and was identified with the male head of
the family.

Unpaid household labor was no longer regarded

as economically significant, although it was no less
necessary than it had been earlier.

68

Men and women began

to inhabit separate spheres:
For a growing number of men, the place of work
shifted away from the farm or household to
counting houses, mills, factories, shops, and
offices, where work was defined by wages and a
clearly demarcated working day. Women's work, in
contrast, was unpaid, unsupervised, and taskoriented.
It took place in a segregated sphere of
domesticity... As a result, work and family life
came to be viewed as two distinct and separate
endeavors.69

Although there is evidence of the type of work that William
Willoughby performed, there is no clear indication of where
he carried out his daily tasks.

None of the archaeological

evidence indicates the presence of a workshop near the
house.
the lot.

However, one might have existed on another part of
He may have operated out of his home, supervising

his construction jobs at each site, a logical procedure for
that type of work.

The amount of time which he spent in the

house probably would have depended upon the construction job
at hand.

William Sharp, on the other hand, was the Norfolk

^Ibid., 44.
^Steven Mintz and Susan Kellogg, Domestic Revolutions: A Social History o f American Family Life, (New York: The Free
Press, 1988), 50-51.
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City Clerk, and the city directory for 1801 listed a
separate office address for him, at 67 Main Street.70
According to the gender roles prescribed by the new
order, men were to be the providers and women were to be
solely consumers.

Nevertheless, women still provided

necessary labor both remunerative and not.

Women continued

to engage in domestic production such as sewing, dairying
and gardening.

They could sell or barter the surplus to

supplement the family's income.

71

Seventeen percent of the

house advertisements in the Norfolk Herald and Public
Advertiser in the years when the Willoughby family was
building and moving into their house specifically mention
gardens; dairies and orchards are also mentioned several
times (Table 2).

Although no clear evidence for any of

these activities remains on the Willoughby-Baylor property,
the lot was large enough to easily accommodate a garden.
Relatively wealthy woman such as Margaret Willoughby and
Mary Sharp would have been likely to purchase such home
products from a neighbor, but nothing would have prevented
them from engaging in a home enterprise if they were so
inclined.

72

.

.

.

Small-scale domestic production might also

have been used as a by-employment for slaves who were not
otherwise gainfully occupied.

7°Simmons Norfolk Directory. 31.
?1Boydston, Home and Work, 17.
^Ibid., 17; and Lebsock, Free Women o f Petersburg, 150-152.

Apart from such financial
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contributions, women continued to perform or supervise the
myriad tasks required in the daily operation of any
household,

"cooking, baking, washing clothes,. . . , serving

meals, building fires..." with all the heavy labor each task
entailed.73

Women who had slaves or could afford to hire

help would have been spared the hardest and most unpleasant
of these tasks, particularly cooking and laundry.

However,

they would have continued to labor albeit on more satisfying
tasks.

74

When income was generated from the home, these

jobs had made a clear contribution to the productive efforts
of the family unit.

When men began leaving the house to

work, the same jobs seemed to have less inherent value.75
Another facet of the separation of home and work was
the rise of the so-called "cult of true womanhood" and the
moral home movement which came into full bloom by the
eighteen thirties.

According to this ideal, women were

endowed with superior Christian values and the special
ability to pass those values on to their children.

They

were responsible for molding the characters of their
offspring.76

The home took on a major role in this

ideology as a refuge from the cares of the world and the
place where moral values were inculcated into the young.

7}Boydston, Home and Work, 148.
74Lebsock, Free Women o f Petersburg, 158; Thad Tate The Negro , 34.
73See Boydston’s analysis of nineteenth century men’s descriptions of house work, Home and Work. 140-155.
76Mintz and Kellogg, Domestic Revolutions, 55-57.
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Proponents pressed for home designs which would be conducive
to this ideal.

By mid-century, Louisa Tuthill argued that

women should be involved in the choice of the family home
and should use their power as consumers to mould home
architecture, because of the importance of domestic life.77
Significant changes occurred in family life at the end
of the eighteenth century.

Whites began to see themselves

in terms of a "nuclear" family unit instead of a large
kinship network.

78

With this change came a new emphasis on

affection, companionship and romantic love.

In the

eighteenth century, parents expected obedience and deference
from their children in return for the financial security and
social status which would pass on to the children with the
family plantation or workshop.

By the early nineteenth

century, a more idyllic view of the family came to prevail.
Parents no longer expected to control their children through
future expectations (a growing impossibility in the face of
the changing nature of the economy) but rather to guide them
through ties of affection.

79

However, this new stress on

love did not preclude some parents from attempting to exert
control through emotional blackmail.

80

7?Lisa Koeningberg, "Arbiter o f Taste: Mrs L. C. Tuthill and a Tradition o f American Women Writers on Architecture, 18431913," Women’s Studies 14 (1988): 347.
^Mintz and Kellogg, Domestic Revolutions, 44.
79Mintz and Kellogg, Domestic Revolutions, 44, 54-55; Jan Lewis, The Pursuit of Happiness: Family and Values in
Jefferson’s Virginia, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 169-208.
8°Jan Lewis, The Pursuit o f Happiness: Family and Values in Jefferson’s Virginia (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1983), 179-183.
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The end of the eighteenth century also saw important
changes in the place of children in society.

In the past

childhood had been regarded as a "perilous" stage through
which children should be pushed with all possible speed.
High infant mortality rates, combined with a distaste for
childish attributes kept parents from treating children as
individuals and forming emotional ties with them until they
could be seen as small adults.

81

By the end of the

eighteenth century, however, childhood was seen as a natural
and necessary stage of life.

Parents were encouraged to

allow their children to develop at their own pace rather
than forcing them to behave like adults.

Books on

childrearing and education began to appear.

82

This new

view of children complements the growing importance of
motherhood in the cult of true womanhood.

By the 1830's

childhood was romanticized as a time of joyous innocence and
child care had become women's most important job.83

As

children came to occupy their own niche in society, material
goods such as clothes, furniture and toys, and specific
rooms intended for their use began to appear.
These shifts in gender roles and family life occurred
slowly over time, but by the eighteen forties the new vision

81Karin Calvert, Children in the House: The Material Culture of Early Childhood. 1600-1900, (Boston: Northeastern
University Press, 1992), 19-52.
“ ibid., 59-61.
83Ibid., 106.
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of home and family as a separate (and morally superior)
world was frequently touted in advice and etiquette books
and ladies magazines.

84

The prevalence of this view seems

to indicate that it had gained wide acceptance, and that
changes in society had been underway for some time.

There

is no clear cut evidence of the ways in which the Willoughby
and Sharp families fit into these trends.

William

Willoughby may have worked from his home, there is no
evidence that he did not.

If he did, his wife Margaret

would have had a greater chance of contributing to his
business, or of having some knowledge of it, in the manner
of colonial families.

William Sharp definitely worked in an

office away from the house, so his wife Mary would have had
far less contact with the family's source of income.

Both

the mother and daughter could have contributed to the family
coffers through household production, but whether or not
they did is unknown.

The wills of the younger generation,

of George Camp as well as of William and Mary Sharp, seem to
indicate ties of affection between family members, both
through the language used and through small sentimental
bequests.

85

These wills fit the ideal of the affectionate

family in the early nineteenth century, but since neither
William nor Margaret Willoughby left a will it is not

^Karen Haltunen, Confidence Men and Painted Women: A Study of Middle-Class Culture in America, 1830-1870, (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1982), 58-59 and passim.
N o rfo lk , W ill Book 4, 186, 198, and W ill Book 7, 332.
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Similarly, Young Lucy could have been the daughter of Old
Lucy.

The slaves were to be divided among William

Willoughby's heirs, and any who were not sold probably
continued to be in regular contact, as the white families
lived close to one another.

Since William Sharp did not

continue his father-in-law's business, the slaves connected
with those endeavors would have been less likely to remain
close to their kin.

Their skills would have made them prime

candidates for hiring to another owner or outright sale.
A unique facet of urban slavery was the system of
hiring slaves to another master, usually for the period of
one year.

92

Although household servants might be hired out

individually, urban centers proved to be the site of
relatively concentrated industry or commercial activity
ideal for the hiring out of large numbers of slaves.
Williamsburg was the site of a commercial vineyard and
winery and a small cloth factory m

the 1770's.

93

Coal

mines and tobacco factories sprung up in and around
Richmond.

94

In Norfolk, the busy seaport economy provided

several types of work suited to the hiring out system.
Semi-skilled workers labored on the wharves as stevedores,
loading and unloading cargo.

In the prosperous days in the

92Nicholls, "Aspects o f the African American Experience", 22.
93Tate, The Negro, 44.
MMarie Tyler-McGraw and Gregg D. Kimball, In Bondage and Freedom: Antebellum Black Life in Richmond Virginia,
(Richmond: The Valentine Museum, 1988), 20-25.
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wake of the Revolution, skilled slaves were needed for both
the shipbuilding and home building industries.

95

This

hiring-out system gave rise to a special complexity in the
relations between blacks and whites.

A hired out slave

worked under the supervision of an overseer or master who
was not his owner.

Such an employer could not sell and

would be reluctant to injure the hired slave and
consequently would have had less power over him.

A hired

slave would often live away from his owner, possibly in
independent lodgings if he could get them.

He would also

have contact with many more whites than his counterpart on a
plantation work gang.96
It is impossible to exactly describe the lives and
relationships either of the members of the Willoughby and
Sharp families or of their African-American slaves.
However, the general behavior of the larger social groups to
which they belonged casts light upon possible solutions.
The white families were members of the emerging middle class
who lived in the world of separate spheres, embraced the
cult of true womanhood and romanticized childhood at the
turn of the century.

The blacks belonged to the unique

network of urban slaves, struggling to maintain family and
social ties while in bondage.

95

Nicholls, "Aspects o f the African American Experience", 56-57.
96

Ibid., 57, passim.

CHAPTER III.
THE WILLOUGHBY-BAYLOR HOUSE

In the eighteenth century, the houses of the southern
gentry began to evolve from small simple structures with one
or several multiple use rooms into larger more complex
formal structures clearly divided into public and private
space.

Beds disappeared from public rooms, and an entry or

passage began to keep visitors from entering directly into
the main living space.

New houses such as Carter's Grove

(1751), Gunston Hall (1758), and Mount Airy (1758), were
built according to the new style with a large central
passage and a symmetrical, arrangement of rooms on either
side.

97

Older houses, such as Bacon's Castle, were

subdivided into the new form.

A central hallway was built

in the old hall creating a smaller room, equal in size to
the old chamber.

98

Apart from the basic needs of daily

living, the great houses of the eighteenth century were
designed for the purpose of entertaining and impressing
guests.

The functions which had once filled the main room

of any house, productive work and sleeping were moved out of
the house to the back or upstairs.
97Kimball, Domestic Architecture, 74-77.
98 Eberlein and Hubbard, American Georgian Architecture, 11.
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Cooking, which had once

47

been done on an open hearth in the hall, was removed to an
outdoor kitchen.
Servants who had once eaten, slept and worked alongside
the members of the family in relative equality began to be
pushed into the background, or in the case of slaves into
the quarter.

The distancing of the family from the servant

class was a general trend throughout the polite world, in
England as well as in America.

99

However, in the American

South the change was accelerated and exacerbated by the
institution of African slavery.

Planters who had been

willing to share their homes with white indentured servants
were unwilling to share the same space with black
slaves.100

Although some slaves slept and worked within

the house, in general workers no longer experienced the
closeness which had once existed between masters and white
apprentices or indentured servants.

Aside from important

social and racial tensions, the development of the separate
slave quarter was the southern answer to the question of
where to put servants in a hierarchical arrangement of
architectural space.

Other answers included attic and

basement rooms out of sight of family spaces, female
servants were often placed in upstairs rooms where their
comings and goings could be controlled by the mistress of

"Marion Roberts, Living in a Man-made World: Gender Assumptions in Modem Housing Design, (London: Routledge,
1991), 21.
IO0Russell Menard, "From Servants to Slaves," Southern Studies 16 (1977), 355-390.
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the house.

101

In the quarter, slaves escaped this type of

constant monitoring.

Ironically, in the course of their

duties, black slaves could pass through the ordered
environment of the great houses with far more ease than
white visitors constrained by social convention.

10 2

The desire for houses which would express the growing
ideal of gentility, spread from wealthy planters to
merchants who appropriated aspects of the great houses for
their own, less lavish dwellings.

Rather than simply

copying the great houses on a smaller scale, "vernacular
builders considered each of the elements of the ... house
discretely, as a possible architectural response to a
specific social requirement."

103

Although vernacular

builders imitated decorative aspects, such as William
Willoughby's carved stair rails, the essential elements of
the new housing type were the stair passage and the parlor.
These particular elements highlighted two important changes
in the use of space within the house.

An impressive

stairway drew attention to the presence of private chambers
upstairs, open only to family members and favored guests.
The parlor underlined the fact that the household could

101Roberts, Living in a Man-made World, 21.
102Upton, "White and Black Landscapes," 365-66.
1<BUpton, "Vernacular Architecture," 98.
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afford to maintain a room in which no productive or
essential activity was carried out.104
In the first half of the nineteenth century architects
and reformers began to focus attention upon houses, both as
a source of picturesque beauty and a source of domestic
order.

Designers, led by Andrew Jackson Downing, contended

that even the simplest home could be made into an appealing
u
part of the landscape.
The idea of beautification spread
from great houses, or "villas" as Downing called them, to
small rural houses and eventually even to barns and
outbuildings.

105

Downing and his associate Alexander

Jackson Davis, touted the picturesque cottage as the perfect
dwelling for the working family.

Designed to be cared for

by the woman of the house with few servants the cottage
seemed to embody the republican values of thrift and
industry.

106

In an early history of architecture, Louisa

Tuthill commented upon the development of the domestic
style:
Our associations of convenience, home-comfort, and
respectability are connected with a certain style
of building, which has been evolved by the wants,
manners and customs of the people...We must
improve upon this style, so that domestic

104Richard Bushman, The Refinement o f America: Persons, Houses, Cities, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992), 114-120.
105Bushman, The Refinement o f America, .
106Pierson, Technology and the Picturesque, the Corporate and the Early Gothic Styles, (New York: Oxford University Press,
1978), 391. These cottages were intended for the middle class, people who had to earn a living, not the average laborer or the
working poor.
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Figure 7.
Willoughby-Baylor House, Second Floor
From Findlay Ferguson, Willoughby-Baylor House, Norfolk/
Virginia, Architectural Restoration Plans, 1964.
Approximate Scale: 1/8" = 1'

Figure 8.
Willoughby-Baylor House, Garret Floor
From Findlay Ferguson, Willoughby-Baylor House, Norfolk,
Virginia, Architectural Restoration Plans, 1964.
Approximate Scale: 1/8" = 1'
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architectur^may in time be perfectly
[Ajmerican.
However, the attention directed at the house was not only
concerned with appearances.

In the eyes of reformers,

proper design could establish the home as a moral influence
upon the residents.

Writers, such as Catherine Beecher,

began to focus on the home as women's space, and to press
for arrangements convenient to the housewife.

New types of

rooms abounded in the homes of the middle class.

Where

there had once been simply a hall and a chamber, there now
appeared a parlor, dining room, nursery, library, sewing
room and breakfast room.

These changes appeared in the

houses of the elite in the eighteenth century, and were
gradually taken up by the aspiring merchant class.

However,

the hall and chamber house form persisted among the less
well-to-do into the twentieth century.
The Willoughby house (figure 9) falls in the middle of
this progression, both chronologically and structurally.

It

was built at the end of the eighteenth century, when the
notion of gentility was becoming well ensconced among the
middle class but before the new picturesque ideals had come
into vogue.

Nevertheless, one can see evidence of the

trends of change, both in the original house and in
modifications made in the 1830's.

For gentility at the turn

of the century, the house contains the requisite rooms;
107Mrs. L. C. Tuthill, History o f Architecture: From the Earliest Times; Its Present Condition in Europe and the United States.
(Philadelphia, Privately printed, 1848; reprint, New York: Garland Publishing, 1988), 275.
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private bedchambers, a parlor and dining room, a stair hall,
but no library or special function rooms.

The building

looks forward to the era of clearly divided and separate
rooms, but it also looks back to an older tradition.
Parents and children had separate bedchambers,

if a slave

did not sleep in the room with the master and mistress, one
might have slept in the dressing room which also opened into
the master bedroom.

There were more rooms than in ordinary

older houses, but their use was not yet completely
specialized.

While there is no evidence of a workshop

connected to the house, the separation of the cellar may
implicate some business use, if only for storage of
materials.
The Willoughby house is an urban building, with a plan
well suited to a crowded city street.

The double pile side-

passage house is ideally suited to townhouses which share
common walls with their neighbors or single homes on a
narrow lot.

This plan was typical among the merchant class

in British cities from the beginning of the eighteenth
century.

108

The Palmer House in Williamsburg, constructed

in the 1750's, has a similar ground floor plan.

109

Willoughby could easily have built an I house on the site,
the frontage on either Freemason, or Cumberland Street would

108Mark Girouard, The English Town: A History o f Urban Life, (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1990), 121.
109Marcus Whiffen, The Eighteenth-Century Houses of Williamsburg: A Study of Architecture and Building in the Colonial
Capitol o f Virginia, (Williamsburg, VA: The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, 1960), 195-199.
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Figure 9.

Willoughby-Baylor House.
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have been wide enough.

However, the side hall plan granted

him the ability to use the rest of the lot productively or
to divide it and put up another house if he so desired.
The gracious front hall (figure 10) with its wide stair
and upper landing (figure 11) are typical of a large
Georgian house.

110

.

This type of passage, running through

the house to catch any summer breeze with the stairwell
acting as a chimney to draw air through the building, is a
signature of the Virginia houses of the period.

A French

visitor to Norfolk in 1794 described the type:
Because of the warm climate the houses are built
with a sort of corridor called a hall.
In this
the residents live when the cold season is over,
because the doors at the two ends admit a flow of
air which helps one to breathe during the
111
sometimes suffocating heat.
Such a passage was commonly found in the center of the house
with one or two rooms on either side.

The side passage in

the Willoughby house serves the same purposes as a central
passage in both social and practical aspects.

The stair

passage provided an imposing entry for the house; one,
moreover, which restricted access to the more formal parlor.
The passage seems to have been considered the proper place

U°Hugh Morrison, Early American Architecture From the First Colonial Settlements to the National Period, (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1952).
luKenneth and Anna Roberts, Moreau de St Mery’sAmerican Journey, (Garden City, NY: Doubleday and Company, Inc.,
1947), 52.
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to deal with servants and persons waiting to see the
family.

112

•
•
One can picture a member of William

Willoughby's construction crew waiting in the passage for
instructions or a house slave on call to perform some
service.

The passage helps to define a hierarchy of space

and serves as an added boundary against "outsiders."
Furthermore, in the face of the brutally hot Virginia
summer, the large passage (approximately eleven by thirty
two feet) could be conscripted for practical use as a
relatively comfortable living space.

The abundance of slave

labor would have made it a simple matter to rearrange the
furnishings for various uses.

Both doors could be opened to

provide a breezeway through the house.

A side-passage house

like the Willoughby's had exterior windows to open as well.
In the heat of summer the space could be used for dining and
entertaining as well as relaxed daily living.

113

The parlor, a formal room for receiving visitors,
(figure 12) was another requisite for a genteel home.

The

parlor was in important part of middle class social life in
towns and cities.

While providing a place to receive

callers, it preserved the privacy of the remainder of the
house as the family haven required by the "cult of true

n2Mark R. Wenger, "The Central Passage in Virginia: Evolution of an Eighteenth Century Living Space" in Perspectives in
Vernacular Architecture, II. ed. Camille Wells, 137-146, (Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 1991), 139. See
explanatory notes in footnote 5.
m Ibid., 140-141.
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womanhood".

114

.

.

A parlor and the objects showcased in it

were clear evidence of polite status, and possession of them
"stated the claim to industry, independence, and
prosperity."

115

Of the spaces on the first floor, the

parlor is the most advantageously situated; its large
symmetrical windows look onto the street and face east to
catch both the breeze and the sun.

The two first floor

rooms compose a suite designed for receiving guests.

The

two rooms could be used together or separately depending
upon the situation; a small formal dinner could be followed
by an evening diversion in the parlor or, for a large party,
guests could be seated in both rooms.

116

Among the items

listed in Willoughby's inventory are a number of pieces of
furniture essential to a formal parlor:

fourteen mahogany

chairs, two card tables, one corner table, one tea table,
one sofa, one "beaufat" (to display the best china), one
large carpet, and two large looking glasses.

117

Individually, each of these pieces fits into a trend toward
118
genteel living.
In combination, they clearly mark
William Willoughby as a man with aspirations to a formal
social life.

The large front room would have provided the

114Sally Me Murray, "City Parlor, Country Sitting Room: Rural Vernacular Design and the American Parlor, 1840-1900,"
Winterthur Portfolio 20, 1985, 261-280: 268.
ll5Boydston, Home and Work, 71.
116Carson, Ambitious Appetites, 42.
11"Norfolk, W ill Book 2, 165.
m E!izabeth Donaghy Garrett, At Home: The American Family 1750-1870, (New York: Harry N. Abrams Inc., 1990), 39-60.
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Figure 13.

Dining Room.
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necessary stage for him to act upon those ambitions.
Approximately thirty years after the house was constructed,
the door between the rooms was removed and the opening
widened to half the width of the room. This type of
remodeling had been done in other city houses to create a
double parlor, a fashionable arrangement in the early
nineteenth century.

119

Although this probably occurred

after William Sharp's death in 182 3, it seems to indicate
that his family, or the current residents of the building
were interested in maintaining the current fashion.
In Virginia society, the dining room held an important
place similar to that of the parlor.

As private and

productive activity was withdrawn from the public front
rooms, the dining room first came
"practical" space.

into use as an informal,

However, it quickly developed into a

necessary component of formal entertainment.

120

.

The dining

room in the Willoughby house (figure 13) is smaller and less
comfortably placed than the parlor but it is convenient to
the back of the house and the kitchen.

Although, the dining

room does not have a ceremonial door to the passage (it
opens onto a small ell behind the stairs, figure 5), it is
nevertheless an important component of the public space of
the house.

U9Willie Graham and Mark R. Wenger, "Parlor Suite in Early America," Tms. January 1993, 5, 8.
12°Mark R. Wenger, "The Dining Room in Early Virginia", in Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture, I I I , ed. Thomas Carter
and Bernard L. Hermann, 149-159, (Columbia, MO: University o f Missouri Press, 1991), 154.
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The placement of this dining room harkens back to an
older house form with a larger public "hall" and smaller
private "chamber."

A chamber of this type was used for

sleeping and overseeing the kitchen chores as well as for
dining.

It generally opened to the outside and might not be

accessible from the m a m passage.

121

The relatively small

size of the Willoughby dining room, its position at the back
of the house and the fact that the door leads through a
small passage under the stairs to the back door seem to
122
point towards the room's function as a chamber.
However, a number of other factors mark it as a dining room,
or perhaps a back parlor.

The room's architectural

embellishments, the crown moldings, the wainscoting, and the
flooring match those m

the parlor.

123

Willoughby's inventory clearly points to the presence
of a dining room.

It specifically lists three Dining

Tables, twelve Windsor chairs, and one Side Board as well as
an impressive amount of dining equipage.124

As previously

discussed, Willoughby possessed dinner wares suitable for
entertaining on an aspiring, although not elite, scale.

In

121Dell Upton, "Vernacular Architecture", 102-108.
122Although no concrete evidence exists, the built in china cabinet in place o f symmetrical windows on either side o f the
fireplace suggests the possibility that at one time an exterior door led into this room.
123The evidence of the interior woodwork is dependant upon the accuracy o f the restoration. According to the museum’s
application to the National Register of Historic Places: "Much o f the original interior trim is intact including a fine walnut and
poplar open string stair.... Also original are nearly all the floors and a fine Adam style plaster cornice in the hall." Chrysler
Museum "Restoration Notes." The fireplace mantels are not original but were taken from another house in the city from the same
period as the Willoughby-Baylor house.
124Norfolk, W ill Book 2, 165.

First Floor Window

Figure 15.

Second Floor Window.
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light of Willoughby's up-to-date furnishings, and apparently
genteel lifestyle, it would have been unlikely for him to
have missed the opportunity to create a fashionable dining
room instead of an old-fashioned chamber.
Together the three first floor spaces, the stair
passage, parlor and dining room comprise the public realm of
the house.

The social function of these rooms, receiving,

entertaining (and impressing) guests, is highlighted by the
physical configuration of the building itself, particularly
in the decorative elements.

For instance, the windows on

the first floor are both larger and more elaborate than
those upstairs.

The downstairs windows are double-hung nine

over nine pane windows set in fine paneled embrasures
(figure 14) while the second floor windows are six over nine
panes set into plain recesses (figure 15).

The first floor

spaces are all embellished with elegant paneled wainscoting
which continues up the stairwell.

On the second floor this

treatment gives way to a simpler chair rail (figure 16).
Likewise, the elaborate crown moldings downstairs are
replaced by plain moldings in the second floor rooms and are
completely absent in the upper stair hall.

Form, as well as

function, marks the first floor as the public area of the
house.

Spaces for private, informal or productive use are

separate from this realm, either upstairs, in the basement,
or outside.

64

Figure 16.

Wainscoting and Chair Rail.

Figure 17.

Upper Passage.
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The small upper hall and the small room facing the
stairwell (figure 17) are difficult to define in terms of
specific usage.

The museum presents the hall as an office

space, with a desk and writing chair.

Willoughby's

inventory does list a desk and "some books."

125

It seems

logical that if the lower passage served as a place to
screen visitors, the upper passage would be an ideal place
to deal with business and household management.

Without

impinging upon the private bedrooms, practical concerns
could be withdrawn from the formal passage downstairs.

It

is also possible that the small "dressing room" could have
been fitted out as a private study, not an uncommon
practice, or the desk could have been placed in the master
bedroom.

126

The small room at the end of the hall is

presented as a dressing room.

However, a

number of

alternate or additional uses are possible. It may have been
used for storage of bed hangings or summer mattresses.
A house slave may have slept

in the small

127

room to be

available at night, a common practice fora maid or valet
a genteel household.

in

128

125Norfolk, W ill Book 2, 165.
126Garrett A t Home, 128.
127Garrett, A t Home, 112. Hair, cotton or straw were often used as a cooler alternative to traditional featherbeds in the warmer
months.
128Rybczynski, Home, 41-42.
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The two large bedrooms mark an important step in
household development, the notion of private space.

The

rise of private bedrooms paralleled a new awareness of
individuality.

Not only had the family distanced itself

from the servants, but members within the family had begun
to inhabit separate spheres.

A private room provided a

place for children to play or for mothers to do domestic
work or entertain intimate friends away from the formal
rooms downstairs.

129

Although this concept was farfrom

its modern extreme, it was clearly present in the
Willoughby's house.
The front bedroom (figure 18), spacious and
comfortable, was clearly the best bedchamber, occupied by
the parents.

This room opens onto each of the other spaces

on the floor, which prohibits absolute privacy.

Such

placement, however, would allow the room's occupant to
control, or at least observe, all activities carried out on
the floor and to monitor comings and goings from the floor
above.

130

.

.

The comfortable size of this room makes it ideal

for informal entertainment, as well as the many other uses
to which it may have been put— nursery, sickroom or sewing
room to name a few.

131

For the mistress of the house the

129

Rybczynski, Home, 110; and Haltunen, Confidence Men, 107-108. Haltunen describes the prescribed etiquette for guests
invited into the private regions of a friend’s home. The fact that women were warned against abusing the privilege implies that
such entertaining did occur.
13°See Marion Roberts’ discussion of control o f female servants through placement o f their quarters in Living in a Man-Made
World, 21-22.
13IGarrett, At Home, 112-130.
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best bedroom would become the scene for most of the
activities formerly carried out in a downstairs "chamber,"
with the notable exception of family meals.
taken some meals or served tea in her room.)

(She may have
Margaret

Willoughby could have carried out her own domestic labors,
such as knitting or sewing in this room, in privacy and
comfort.

The elite status of the best bedchamber was gained

at the cost of the convenience of the chamber, at least with
regard to supervision of the slave quarter and kitchen.

132

The back bedroom (figure 19) is smaller and darker than
the

front room.

Nevertheless if the Willoughby children

had this spacious, heated, bedroom for their own use, they
lived in great luxury for the time.

With the third floor

rooms available, the bedroom probably did not double as a
storage or work space as had been common in earlier or more
crowded houses.

133

The girls would have had quiet work to

do in their room, just as their mother would have done in
hers, but primary use of the space would have been reserved
for them.

William Willoughby's inventory lists three

"bedsteads, beds and furniture," so each girl may have even
had her own bed.

However, only two sets of bed curtains

were inventoried which might indicate that the third bed was

,32Ibid., 109.
133Ibid., 109.
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not in regular use, or that it was used by a house
i

134

slave.

After Willoughby's death his widow and younger daughter
remained in the house with Mary Sharp and her husband.
Margaret and the unmarried Fanny would most likely have
shared one bedroom and the married couple the other.

Who

would have used the more commodious front room would likely
have depended upon whether the married couple considered
themselves to be living in the mother's home or her to be
living in theirs.

Neither the city directory nor the

couple's chancery petition make this clear.
In any case, the relative luxury available to the
Willoughby girls could not have continued for the Sharp
children.

As the children arrived, the family sleeping

arrangements would have been adjusted to accommodate them.
Infants might have been put in a nursery on the third floor
or kept in the parents' bedroom (and bed) until displaced by
a younger sibling.

135

As long as the children were young

it would not have been unusual for them to share the one
small bedroom.

Two to a bed and one on a pallet on the

floor was not considered overcrowded.

136

they would have been separated by gender.

134Norfolk, W ill Book 2, 165.
135Calvert, Children in the House. 67; and Garrett, A t Home, 121-122.
136Ibid., 121.
137Rybczvnski,Home, 110.

At some point
137

A number of

70

arrangements would have been possible.

Young William could

have stayed with his parents, or the small dressing room
could have been made into his bedroom, while the four girls
shared the back chamber.

138

He could have been given the

back bedroom and the girls have been moved to the unheated
third floor.

The arrangements could have also been seasonal

depending upon whether or not heat was required.
The second floor rooms form a family suit, suitable for
receiving casual guests despite the absence of the
decorative elements found in the public rooms downstairs.
The third floor rooms, in contrast, were clearly not
intended for outsiders.

The sloped ceiling rooms are

finished, but not embellished in any way.

This floor was

probably intended for some utilitarian purpose or for
storage.

At the end of the eighteenth century, houses were

generally becoming larger.

Utilitarian rooms on the top

floor could be put to many uses.

A garret room might be

used as a nursery when a child was small and converted to
another use later.

139

It was not uncommon for women's work

to be moved into the garret, away from the main circulation
of the house and outside the view of genteel visitors.140
In a house with white servants, instead of or in addition to

138Calvert, Children in the House, 68. Calvert cites an example o f an eighteen year old boy who had shared his parents room
all his life.
139Calvert, Children in the House, 67.
14°Gwendolyn Wright, Building the Dream: A Social History of Housing in America, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1981),
34-36.
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slaves, or in a house with no outbuildings for slave
housing, servants quarters might have been found on this
floor.

Although William Willoughby's family did not

actually need the rooms on the third floor, the added space
may have been part of the building idiom of a brick house.
In 1798, he advertised for rent "One half of a Three Story,
Brick House." the first floor to be used as a store and the
second and third with two rooms each for living space.

141

It is quite likely that Willoughby, the entrepreneur, would
have built a house which both met his needs and fit the
prevailing taste and which could have been sold at a profit.
Outside the house, but still within range of easy
supervision, stood the kitchen and slave quarter (figure 3).
An archaeological survey performed in 19 66 found the remains
of the outbuildings.

Foundations, three and four bricks

wide of the same type of brick used in the construction of
the house, marked the location of a three room structure on
the back of the property.

The building had a somewhat

irregular shape, nearly square, with the third room set off
one corner.

A small cellar was built under one room.

A

fireplace foundation was located in each of the main rooms.
The room closest to Cumberland Street and to the rear door
of the house contained the larger fireplace and was probably
the kitchen.

The space between the foundation and the house

was not completely excavated, so there is no concrete
141Norfolk Herald and Public Advertiser, Thursday January 25, 1798.
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evidence of a path which would logically have been placed
between this room and the house.

A door facing the house

would have provided easy access to the well which predated
both the house and the foundations.

142

The other room in

the main block with the cellar beneath it and the corner
room were probably the slaves' living spaces, although there
is no evidence that they were not used for other purposes as
well.

Most of the slaves would have lived in these

buildings, if they resided on the premises.

However,

personal servants may have slept inside the main house.143
A sketch of the lot from the late nineteenth century
indicated a stable farther back on the property.

144

Since

that land does not belong to the museum, and is buried under
asphalt, it is not possible to verify whether the stables
were constructed at the same time as the main house.
The outbuildings, kitchen, slave quarter, and possibly
the stables, were the location of support services required
by the household which were banished from sight by the ideal
of gentility.

The buildings were subordinate to the main

house, just as the slave occupants were subordinate to the
white homeowner.

Apart from supervisory visits, these

spaces would have had very little place in the lives of the

142

Painter, "Excavations at the Willoughby-Baylor House", 72-78.

143Michael Nichotls, "Aspects of the African American Experience in Eighteenth Century Williamsburg and Norfolk", Tms, p.
109, The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, Williamsburg, VA.
144

Chrysler Museum, "Restoration Notes".
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family.

According to Mary Randolph's 182 4 handbook The

Virginia Housewife, it was necessary for the mistress to
"every morning examine minutely the different departments of
her household" in order to ensure a smoothly run
establishment.145
Since the house is on a corner lot, the outbuildings
could not have been hidden from visitors, but they would not
have been part of a guest's formal entrance to the house.
Ironically, the slaves relegated to the humble outbuildings
would have had freer access to the house than white
visitors.

The lowly status which kept them at arms'

distance from the household also allowed them to pass almost
unseen through the house in the course of their duties.

The

carefully defined order of public and private space lost its
meaning when approached from the back by slaves.146
The elements of the Willoughby house combine to provide
evidence of a well-to-do, socially aspiring family.

The

ordered hierarchy of space, public, private and service, was
a luxury available only to those with the money to build
beyond basic needs.

The fashionably correct parlor and

dining room along with their contents were the tools for
interaction with the polite society of the town.

The

comfortable upstairs bedrooms provide a place for the family
to withdraw from the world.

The house design fits the mold

145Mary Randolph, The Virginia Housewife. Karen Hess, Ed. (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1984), x.
I46Upton, "White and Black Landscapes", passim.
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of the emerging middle class family.

This is a home

designed for entertaining and raising children, the woman's
sphere.

Although Willoughby might have administered his

business from the house, it is not suited to old fashioned
household production.

CHAPTER IV.
THE HOUSE AND THE CITY

Although William Willoughby was not labeled a member of
the Norfolk gentry, he was well situated in a prosperous
trade, perfectly suited for a man with social aspirations.
Since the city had been nearly destroyed by fire during the
Revolution, even the simplest rebuilding would have provided
him with an income.

Moreau de Saint-Mery, a French visitor

to the city in 1794 described a town of five hundred houses,
most of which were single story wooden structures.
According to Saint-Mery:

"Every day new houses spring up in

the direction of the Elizabeth River".

147

In the view of

Benjamin Latrobe in 1796:
...The streets are irregular, unpaved, dusty or
dirty according to the weather, crooked [and] too
narrow where they should be widest....
The ruins
of the old houses in this town (which was burned
down in 1776) are almost as numerous as the
inhabited houses. [They] are intermixed in every
street, and the former give way very [slow]ly to
the latter.148

According to Latrobe there was an "extreme scarcity
of...joiners and carpenters, and other building artisans,"

147Kenneth and Anna Roberts Ed., Moreau de St. Mery’sAmerican Journey, 47.
148Benjamin Henry Latrobe, The Virginia Journals of Benjamin Henry Latrobe: 1795-1798, Ed. Edward C. Carter, (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press for the Maryland Historical Society, 1977), 75.
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which led to an 11amazing rise" m

their charges.

149

Clearly, Norfolk was an ideal location for a builder in the
last decade of the eighteenth century.
In the wake of the devastation of the Revolution, ruins
of burned out houses and old wooden homes were slowly being
replaced by more substantial brick dwellings.

Thomas

Jefferson had called for such a change as early as 1781 in
his Notes on the State of Virginia.

At that time, according

to Jefferson:
The private buildings are very rarely constructed
of stone or brick, much the greatest portion being
of scantling and boards, plastered with lime.
It
is impossible to devise things more ugly,
150
uncomfortable, and happily more perishable.
Jefferson praised brick buildings for their solid comfort
and durability.

However, brick building did not come to

Norfolk until the late seventeen nineties.
Advertisements for houses, either for sale or rent, in
The Norfolk Herald and Public Advertiser in 1794, 1798 and
1799 give a glimpse of the housing market of the time (see
Table 2).

Newspapers are only available for five months of

1794, so the numerical comparison between the year
Willoughby purchased the lot on Freemason Street the last
two years of his life is difficult.

However,

it is clear

that the housing market grew in the second half of the

149Ibid., 78.
15°Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, (New York: Harper and Row Publishers, Inc., 1964), 145.
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decade.

In 1798 and 1799, more houses were advertised, and

more features were mentioned.

Significantly, in 1794 not

one advertisement mentioned a brick building but four years
later ten brick houses were listed.

William Willoughby's

brick houses would have been among the first new brick
buildings in the city.
Norfolk's position as a regional shipping center
assured the town's recovery after the disaster of the
Revolution.

Merchants from Richmond and Petersburg traded

with those from Norfolk, who in turn carried on the overseas
trade.

British restrictions on trade in the West Indies

slowed the town's growth for a while.

However, when war

broke out in Europe in 1793 the British navy was so heavily
committed to the conflict that it was no longer able to
enforce the navigation acts in the new world.

With markets

thus opened in the West Indies, Norfolk's shipping trade
exploded m

the 1790's.

151

The trade revival stimulated

the local economy, particularly the shipbuilding industry.
The town's population doubled from 2,959 in 1790 to 6,926 in
1800.

152

.

.

Despite a surge m

.

.

building, lodging was scarce

and in high demand throughout the decade.

153

131Wertenbaker, Norfolk. 91-93.
152United States Bureau o f the Census, Heads of Families: at the first census of the United States taken in the year 1790,
Virginia, (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1905), 10; and Wertenbaker, Norfolk, 95.
15iWertenbaker, Norfolk, 95.
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The rebuilt city of Norfolk would have been structured
in terms of class based neighborhoods.

The economic changes

which had changed the base of economic production also
changed the nature of housing.

Apprentices and journeymen

who had once lived in the workshop or in the master's house
were gradually becoming wage laborers, responsible for
procuring their own housing.

At the same time, throughout

the country urban property values had soared out of the
reach of craftsmen and workers.

City land ownership had

"become more concentrated in the hands of merchants,
professionals, shopkeepers and speculative builders," like
William Willoughby.

154

.

Canny landowners built boarding

houses and tenements (apartment buildings) to meet the
demand for lodging from workers who could not afford to
build their own homes.

Naturally, wealthy merchants and

elite property owners did not wish to build their homes amid
these crowded tenements.

Thus respectable neighborhoods

grew up apart from the lower class housing areas.
Typically, a number of residential "zones" emerged, with the
wealthiest residents living closest to the center of the
.

•

.

city and the poorest living on the outskirts.

155

Although

the ship owner and the stevedore might both live within

154Gary B. Nash, "The Social Evolution of Preindustrial American Cities, 1700-1820," in Raymond A. Mohl, Ed. The Making
o f Urban America, (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources Inc., 1988), 34.
l55Ibid„ 35.
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m
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.

Figure 20.

Moses Myers House.
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walking distance of the wharves, their neighborhoods were
quite distinct.156
William Willoughby built his house in just such a
respectable neighborhood.

According to Thomas Wertenbaker

Freemason Street was "the most important" residential street
in the town where the wealthiest and most powerful men
lived.

157

Although his house lacked the fashionable

neoclassical details of the house Latrobe deigned for
William Pennock or the fine detailing of Moses

Myers' nearby

house (figure 20), it still had the attributes

of apolite

urban house.

Willoughby had staked his claim to

respectability and a place in genteel society.

156Betsy Blackmar, "Rewalking the ’Walking City’: Housing and Property Relations in New York City, 1780-1840," in
Material Life in America, 371-384.
!57Wertenbaker, Norfolk, 102.

Appendix A:
Transcript of William Willoughby's Deed for
"the Free Masons Lott"

This indenture made the nineteenth day of April in the
year of our Lord one thousand seven hundred and ninety four.
Between James Taylor of the Borough of Norfolk of the one
part, and William Willoughby of the said Borough of Norfolk
of the other part, [illegible] tho that for and in
consideration of the sum of one hundred and sixty two pounds
ten shillings current money of Virginia to the said James
Taylor in hand paid by the said William Willoughby, the
receipt whereof he the said James Taylor doth hereby
acknowledge, he the said James Taylor hath granted,
bargained, sold, alined, and confirmed, and by these
presents doth grant bargain, sell, alein and confirm unto
the said William Willoughby.
One Lott or piece of Land
situate in the Borough of Norfolk, commonly known and called
the Free Masons Lott and is the same Lott purchased by James
Taylor from John Hunter for the use and benefit of the
society called Free Masons, belonging to the royal exchange,
Lodge, of Norfolk as by the Deed of the said John Hunter to
the said James Taylor bearing date the eleventh day of July,
one thousand seven hundred and sixty four recorded in the
Court of the County of Norfolk will fully appear, and all
ways, water, water courses, profits, commodities.
Hereditaments and appearances whatsoever to the said
premises belonging or in anywise appurtaining, and all the
Estate right, title, interest claim and demand whatsoever of
him the said James Taylor in and to the said premises— To
have and to hold the said Lott or piece of Land , and all
and singular the premises hereby granted unto the said
William Willoughby by his Heirs and aligns for ever.
In
witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand & affixed my
seal this twenty ninth day of April 1794.
Jas Taylor

81
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Norfolk Borough
At a Hustings Court Continues and held the 29th day of
April 1794, This Deed of Bargain and Sale between James
Taylor of the one part, and William Willoughby of the other
part, was acknowledged by the said James Taylor and ordered
to be recorded.
Teste
Alex Mosely

Norfolk, Virginia, Corporation Court, Deed Book 3 . 59.

Appendix B:

Inventory and Appraisement of the Estate of

William Willoughby made agreeable to an order of the Court
of the Borough of Norfolk:

$56.00

14

Mahogany Chairs

12

Windsor Do

9

Flag Do

6

Common Chamber Do

11. 50

3

Dining Tables, 2 mahogany, 1 walnut

25. 00

2

Card Do

15. 00

1

Corner Do and one Tea Do

1

Beaufat

15. 00

1

Clock

30 .00

1

Sofa

25. 00

1

Side Board

30. 00

1

Candle Stand

2.00

2

Table Stands

1.50

1

Tea Chest

1.50

1

Desk

5. 00

2

Dressing Drawers

2

Japan Teaboards

4

Japan Waiters

2

Mahogany Teaboards

3

Mahogany Waiters

.25

1

Japan Bread tray

.50

1

Cordial Case

12 .00
2.25

7.00

20. 00
6. 00
.50
1. 00

6.00
83

84

1

Set of Tea China

10.00

1 1/2 Dozen China Plates

4.00

3

4 .00

China Dishes

317.00

3

Dozen large and small earthen plates

1. 50

6

Earthen dishes

2.00

4

China Bowls

6.00

6

Decanters

2.50

3

Dozen small and large wine glasses

6.00

29

Framed pictures large and small

29 .00

2

Large looking glasses

20. 00

1

Dressing Glass

.75

1

Common Stand and Casters

.75

2

Pair Salt Sellars

1

Large Carpet, 1 passage Do

12.00

3

Bedsteads Beds and Furniture

60. 00

1

Suit Calico Bed Curtains

10. 00

1

Suit Musketoe Do

5

Silver Table Spoons

14

Do small Teaspoons

8. 00

1

Do Punch Ladle, 1 Pair Sugar Tongs

4.00

5

Tablecloths

6

Damask Napkins

2 .00

6

Coarse towels

1.00

2 1/2 Dozen Knives and Forks

2 .00

5.00
15.00

10.00

5. 00

85

2

Pair of Candlesticks

3 .00

Some Books

6. 00

6

Butter Pots, & jugs

3 .00

4

Iron Pots, 1 teakettle

6. 00

3

Water Tubs, 1 Pail, & pr. Pot Hooks

1.50

2

Pot Racks, 1 gridiron

3 .00

1

Ironing Table, 1 Common Press

5. 00

1

Family Bible

10. 00
240.00

2

Large saws

1 1/2 Dozen Tin Shapes
1

Pair Fire Dogs, 2 pr. Smoothing Irons

1

Cow

1

Some Brick Molds and 3 spades

5. 00
.25
2 .00
15. 00
2 .00

Negroes
Old Lucy

100.00

Rachael

250.00

Youngr Lucy

250.00

Selvyn

300.00

John

500.00

Argyle

300.00

Anderson

300.00

Jack

300.00

Joe

200.00

86

Essex

300.00

Sye

300.00

Dick

150.00

Frederick

120.00

Wilson

100.00

80.00

Billy

3.574.25
Amt. of First Page

317.00

Do of Second Page

240.00

Total

4.131.25

Norfolk, Corporation Court, Will Book 2 . 165.
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